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“We used to wait for the party addresses on Moscow Square each Saturday night. Everybody who 
considered himself even a tiny bit cool in the neighbourhood gathered there. The only thing that made that 
day special was that it was my eighteenth birthday. I remember that I wanted to have the same kind of 
hand-sewn West-Coast boots as Royal had. Chicks really dug that. And I never had a girlfriend before. So 
that's where the story begins: it is the 27th of April, 1989.” 
 
Moscow Square (2001), the first feature film of Ferenc Török starts with the recording of the precise time 
and place: Budapest, Moscow Square, 27. April, 1989. This evocation of the fall of communism and 
Petya's coming of age has become the emblematic moment of the cinematic regime change in Hungary, a 
mythical moment in the history of cinema as well. The 2001 Budapest Film Festival, the reviews following it 
and the ticket sales all made clear that roughly a decade after the political regime change a new generation 
of Hungarian filmmakers came of age (Varga 13, Gelencsér 321). This was Török's diploma work, who 
graduated from the famous Simó class of the Budapest Academy of Theatre and Film Art, together with 
such other directors as Szabolcs Hajdu or György Pálfi (Hajdu's first feature film, Macerás Ügyek, was 
also shown at this festival). Moscow Square did not only win the best first film prize of the jury at the 
festival, and “marked the long-awaited generation change” (Erzsébet Bori), but it also quickly turned into a 
cult piece of post-1989 Hungarian cinema, and has been a constant item on Hungarian top film lists ever 
since. 
 One possible cause of this rarely seen cultural influence is probably the theme of the 1989 regime 
change, the cinematic representation of one of the key episodes of recent Hungarian history, which was a 
formative experience for most generations, not only that of Petya (and Török and myself), who graduated 
from secondary school in those years. Another cause may be the way the film renews Hungarian cinematic 
traditions: Moscow Square was often praised for its new film language, for example for its unaffected, 
documentarist hand-held camera work, its combination with music video style editing and modest but 
compact visual symbols, for its lack of pathos and mannerism, for its fresh and personal tone (see the 
reviews of Judit Szász and Erzsébet Bori). One of the recurrent motifs of reviews and audience responses 
was the pleasure felt over the fact that finally there was an enjoyable, likeable Hungarian film, not “sick”, 
not about the depths of Eastern European misery, a film that surprisingly fails to inspire anyone to cut up 
one's veins. These kinds of responses are significant for the present study as well: in the context of the 
identity formations and masculinities of Hungarian auteur cinema, Moscow Square is a special case. It is 
one of the few auteur films that feature characters who are actually able to shape their lives in an active 
manner (that is, they are not hopeless antiheroes), whose dreams and lives are not crushed by historical 
circumstances. It is a film in which social issues are less important than private life, in which irony and 
reflexive playfulness are stronger than fate or doom, and the story does not end with the tragic (or 
miserable) defeat (or death) of the protagonist. 
 Thus, the regime change took place around 2000-2001 in Hungarian filmmaking, with the first 
feature films of such directors as Kornél Mundruczó, György Pálfi, Szabolcs Hajdu, and of course Ferenc 
Török. Though these films of “new Hungarian cinema” definitely open a new chapter in terms of film 
style(s), they do not necessarily tell stories of the fulfilment of the new hopes that emerged with the new 
Hungarian Republic. By 2001 the initial euphoria of 1989 was over: the times when the state-socialist 
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System collapsed held much promise, was experienced by most as a long-awaited liberation, yet the bitter 
realities of the transition to market capitalism quickly changed that mood (Sághy 238). The sociological 
studies show that by the late 1990's the majority of the Hungarian population felt like losers of the political 
change (see: Ferge). Moscow Square is one of the rare films that evoke these all too transitory happy times 
in a retrospective, nostalgic mood. It shows the unique historical time when the long standing walls of the 
labyrinth-like prison house of the Eastern Bloc fell down, and both public and private spaces were filled by 
fresh air and sunshine, the intoxicating joy of liberation. The later “great” films of the 2000's seldom show 
this freshness of mood. Apparently, the labyrinth of state-socialist dictatorship gave way to an even more 
disorienting and hopeless world (both on and off screen), and such light, ironic and sunny stories as 
Moscow Square became scarce (see: Ravetto-Biagioli 77). However, the film is a good introduction to 
post-communist Hungary: it shows its typical characters and attitudes, it documents the material world of 
these years with great sensitivity, compassion, and a fair amount of nostalgia (Zoltán Szabó). Significantly 
for the purposes of the present study, it also raises the issue of what it is like to live after the collapse of one 
of the most influential political ideologies of the 20th century, what the experience of radical social change 
and ideological discontinuity is like. As most films of new Hungarian cinema, Moscow Square also looks 
for the problems of the present in the past (Gelencsér 324), and stages the drama of identities lost among 
shifting social and ideological orders. 
 In what follows, apropos of Moscow Square, I attempt to analyse this “new” cinematic world, 
mainly focusing on such issues as the film's constructions of masculinity and the patterns of identities during 
these special times when history, as we knew it, became suspended for a time. I will also put the film in a 
wider historical and cultural context, which I see as key to one's understanding of the film, yet one that may 
be unknown for non-Hungarian readers or non-post-communist subjects. 
 
Identity on the margins of history 
 
The film's initial narratorial voice's documenting the place and time of the story seems to be more than a 
simple technical necessity of story-telling: it creates a reflexive distance (“so that's where the story begins”), 
it establishes an ironic, playful tone (“everybody who considered himself even a tiny bit cool in the 
neighbourhood”), and also reflects the fact that the story narrated is intimately connected to and motivated 
by a very specific time and place (the first shot shows people standing under a public clock in Budapest, 
Moscow Square). It also becomes clear that we are facing a “double decker” narrative in which two, 
temporally simultaneous events are photographed over each other: Petya's coming of age – his eighteenth 
birthday, his secondary school finals, (maturity exams, as it is called in Hungarian), his first car, first trip to 
the West, his first sexual encounter – on the private level, and the 1989 collapse of the state-socialist 
dictatorship on the social, public level (see: Szász). 
 In this story about the life of secondary school students, history (and social processes) and the 
private life of the individual connect in ways novel in the context of Hungarian cinema. On the one hand, the 
film could not take place any other time or place: these parties, dialogues, clothes (as the West Coast 
cowboy boots), dishes (hamburger with sauerkraut), situations (the leaking of the questions of the final 
exams, the cancellation of post-1945 topics in history at the exams), these student mischiefs (international 
train ticket counterfeiting) did and could happen only there and then. In Hungarian collective memory these 
events are all connected to the experience of the regime change: to the collapse of the old Regime, to the 
disorderliness of the new order, to fishing in troubled waters, to the temporal discreditation of political 
ideologies formerly brutally encroaching on people's lives, to the open rejection of the cynical lies spread by 
the state, to the discovery of personal freedom. The film, however, breaks with the traditional social 
commitment of Hungarian cinema: historical events (the reburial of Imre Nagy and his fellow victims of 
post-1956 communist retaliations, the death and burial of János Kádár) appear only as a mediatized 
backdrop to Petya's life (Varga „A fel nem ismerhető ország” 297). He does not attend political 
demonstrations on Kossuth Square (as opposed to Zsófi), he does not even watch Imre Nagy's reburial on 
TV (as opposed to his grandma, Boci Mama). He does not seem to be interested in the news about János 
Kádár's death and burial on the French evening news, rather, he passes by the TV and follows Zsófi to the 
attic room. In Moscow Square the personal is more important than the historical. It shows a moment of 
historical importance: when one can afford not paying attention to history. A fine example of this, as László 
Strausz also points out, is the scene when Boci Mama is watching the reburial of Imre Nagy on TV in the 
living room of the housing estate apartment, while Petya is studying for the secondary school finals in his 
room, listening to “Poptarisznya” (“Pop haversack”) on the radio (recording the promising songs on 
cassette, as we used to do at the time). The door between the two rooms is open, the two worlds can 
sense each other, and the camera often shows the two characters in one frame. Yet, sometimes it focuses 
on the grandmother, sometimes on Petya, and these visual emphases are also affirmed by the sound track, 
as sometimes the TV is more audible, sometimes the radio. Finally there is point when the two characters 
realize that the two worlds actually disturb each other, and they close the door. Soon Petya goes down to 
the local eating house (as Boci Mama forgot to cook lunch because of the exciting political events). 
 Thus, in Moscow Square history serves only as a backdrop, which may be responsible for the 
conditions of the events, but the main characters do not care about it at all. “Who the fuck is Imre Nagy?” 
– asks Royal, when at a party they meet (more intellectual) students watching the news and discussing 
politics. Another good example of this attitude is Petya's history book, which (as basically all the boys' 
history books in my secondary school class) is fully “decorated”: all the pictures of historical figures are 
turned into funny or grotesque caricatures. In this world historical figures are to be ridiculed: they are not 
real people, they always appear through various media representations, framed and mediated, in books, 
news on TV or radio. This intermedial and intramedial framing of history suggests that history is not real, 
not human: it is fabricated, not our business, a hobby horse of all-too-serious adults. Moreover, one of the 
crucial components of the experience of freedom in the film is that history can be switched off the same 
way as the TV. (For the depolitization of identity after 1989 see: Valuch 167-168.) 
 In this sense, Moscow Square is organised by a characteristic contemporary cultural phenomenon: 
the human subject's falling out of history, and the general disintegration of the grand historical narratives. 
The boys live the most important days of contemporary Hungarian (and European) history, yet they do not 
care. They live their days on the margins of order and history. This, however, does not necessarily appear 
in the film as stupidity, ignorance or intellectual degradation, but rather as ease and lightness, a playful, 
ironic view of life, as the affirmation of personal autonomy. Both the film and its characters seem to be 
relieved that finally life (and films) are not weighed down by ideology and politics, that life (and films) do 
not have to lead somewhere (big), that finally we can simply live. 
 This may not be necessarily understandable for non-post-communist readers, for people who have 
not lived under state socialist dictatorship, who have not experienced the obtrusive, ideological identity 
politics of the System. One fitting example could be the world history atlas book students used in primary 
school in the early 80's (a book that I remember, as Petya). The book's illustrations showed the stages of 
humanity's historical development from stone age communities to the perfect society of communism. In this 
visual narrative (that matched in sophistication the value system of popular comic books), history was one 
single grand narrative: human history was the story of social development, the fulfilment of social justice, the 
narrative of how the simple sons (and daughters?) of the common people realise class-consciousness and 
reach global victory. I remember that capitalism was symbolised by a fat guy smoking a cigar, sitting on a 
big sack of money. This was followed in the chronological line by socialism, the world of happy workers in 
uniforms, to be followed by communism, the happy end(ing) of history. In state socialism children (like 
Petya, Ferenc Török and myself) were taught to see history as a single teleological narrative of progression 
leading through various forms of oppression and injustice to the ultimate perfection of social forms, 
communism. Life had a pre-determined aim in this world: to build up (and fight for) communism, a greater 
good more important than human life or ordinary happiness. Thus, children living under  state-socialism 
were conditioned to see themselves as beings with a well-defined role in a well-defined (and highly 
ideological) historical narrative. The symbolic agent of the Law or the System encouraged us to recognise 
ourselves as historical subjects, as beings who have the chance to write the last chapter (the happy ending) 
to a sad story lasting thousands of years. 
 I also remember (like Petya) that I had a book, I think its title was Ask! I'll answer all your 
questions! (Kérdezz! Felelek mindenre!) that explained all sorts of (physical, geographical, social, etc.) 
phenomena for children in an understandable manner. In this book the chapter about communism really 
caught my attention: the book said that in the future, in communism, there will be no private property, yet 
everybody will have all that one needs. For example, if you need a bicycle, you can just go into a “store” 
and pick one up for free, use it as long as you need it, then return it. At the time, in primary school, bicycles 
were among the most privileged objects of desire, so the example really struck me. I remember fantasizing 
about this joyful utopia... Of course, by the time we reached secondary school most of us knew that this is 
a lie, that the promised bicycle paradise will never come, that one is not to believe history books, because 
(as Petya's history teacher sarcastically remarks), “this book may have a very high percentage of truth to it, 
yet I would not call that a hundred percent...”. This reflexive knowledge, however, did not abolish the 
system of lies (Réti 21), but rather doubled one's world view: one had to pretend to believe in the official 
ideology (especially at work or in the public sphere), but it seemed to me that one of the most common and 
most enjoyable hobbies was ridiculing these lies and criticizing the System. 
 Moscow Square shows that almost mythical moment when this immense ideological ballast was 
suddenly taken off Hungarian society and its identity-politics. This also entails, as the film clearly shows 
through the episode about the cancellation of post-1945 history questions, the abolishing of the previous 
regime's teleological and univocal concept of history, and as a side effect identity becomes dehistoricised. 
Apparently, in 1989-1990 the post-modern condition suddenly hit the countries of the former Eastern Bloc: 
the discreditation of grand narratives, the multiplication of truth-discourses, the questioning of history as 
linear, goal-oriented progress, and simultaneously the valorization of personal, idiosyncretic opinions, values 
and attitudes. The most formative forerunners and thinkers of postmodernism, such as Nietzsche, 
Heidegger and Derrida (the translation of whom was going with full blast in the 90's) all positioned 
themselves towards the end of a great historical period. They thought they witnessed the exhaustion of an 
old, traditional world view (that Derrida somewhat liberally called the metaphysical tradition of the West), 
and they all tried to theorize this decomposition with one eye on the fading past and another on what may 
come next. In my opinion there is something in common between these 'great' thinkers and the very 
ordinary protagonists of Moscow Square (or the Hungarian thinkers of the 1990's), who witnessed the 
collapse of an Order that everybody believed to be hopelessly endless, and the birth of the formless and 
meaningless new. 
 One of the main strengths of the film is precisely the expressive and entertaining representation of 
the temporary coming apart of the social-ideological matrix , the birth of the new world with its new world 
view, and the attitudes and identity formations shaped by this unique situation. This is a time when a 
dramatic historical event suspends History (as a meaningful narrative), when the fundamental premises of 
the old Order disappear, but the new ones have not taken shape yet, a time when people can experience 
the contingency and transience of socio-political systems as freedom. Moscow Square shows the most 
likeable face of post-communism, seen from 2001, with nostalgia and irony. It is Hungary before people 
realised the drawbacks of the regime change (such as unemployment, corruption and economic 
uncertainty), before the EU accession (2004) and widespread disappointment in how it works, before the 
2008 economic crisis and the disappointment in neoliberalism, and before the strengthening of new 
nationalisms in the region, which made political ideologies key elements of personal identity once again. 
 
Contingecy, irony and a moment of solidarity  
 
Apparently, it is this above mentioned shift in ideology and identity-politics that motivates such scenes as 
the morning of May 1. The International Workers' Day was one of the most important holidays of the state-
socialist regime, when basically all the settlements of the Soviet Bloc were decorated with red flags, military 
parades showed the power of communism, the party leaders waved from their tribune, and people 
marched in front of them with flags, communist captions and posters of Lenin and Marx, so as to get free 
beer and sausages at the end point.  We see the four lads sitting under the red flags on Szabadság 
(Freedom) bridge, on stolen chairs, feet up on the railing, in the morning of May 1, 1989, enjoying the 
spring sunshine and their breakfast that they bought in a recently opened private non-stop. Evidently, they 
are not contemplating the glory of communism or the achievements of the international worker's movement. 
The river floating beneath them, which is one of the most established poetical and cinematic symbols of the 
passing of time, adds a lot to the complexity of this image, similarly to the fact that it is spring and the dawn 
of a new day. Enjoying the fresh bakery bought at the recently opened, not state-owned but private non-
stop (the new joys of capitalism) under the red flags tells a lot about this historical moment through small 
but memorable details. The boys watch the flow of time (and history and political systems) from above, 
from a reflexive distance, and when suddenly two policemen arrive and ask for their IDs, they do not get 
frightened, do not jump up from the chairs, but simply tell the cheeky lie that they are just helping a friend 
moving to a new apartment, and got tired. The policemen check the ID cards, see that they are students, 
and apparently do not want to bother with taking them to the police station or frightening them with legal 
action. This is a typical comic scene, in which the policemen, the formerly dreaded agents of the Regime, 
turn out to be more interested in the fresh bakery products and the whereabouts of the new non-stop than 
in beating up or taking in the lads, but it also tells a lot about the sudden weakening of authority-figures 
(Strausz 22, Valuch 95) and the rearrangement of social attitudes. The film presents a utopian moment 
when, as a result of the collapse of the old Order and moved by the enlivening light of a new day, we could 
be good-humoured, relaxed people, who do not take themselves (or state power or ideology) too 
seriously, so we could afford simple acts of solidarity and friendliness. The lads are not persecuted, instead, 
the policemen accept the end of the crescent roll offered, and set off to find the non-stop themselves (Varga 
XXX). 
 Some of the above motives – ironic and playful reflexivity, distance from grand ideological 
narratives, solidarity and letting each other live – may recall one of the most important books published in 
1989, Richard Rorty's Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, which was quickly translated to Hungarian and 
was published at the very prestigious Dianoia series of Jelenkor Publishing House in 1994. The softening 
and gradual eroding of Eastern European communist dictatorships was probably already on the way at the 
time of the book's writing (Gorbachev announced the Soviet reforms in 1995), the cold war was 
approaching its end. These circumstances may party explain why Rorty's “liberal utopia” (16) may offer 
such an excellent description of cultural conditions after the disintegration of great, metaphysically loaded, 
ideological master-narratives in Eastern Europe, and why an American philosophical book may shed light 
on social processes and behaviour patterns in a 2001 Hungarian film. Rorty's liberal utopia shares a lot with 
Moscow Square: it is based on being “cured” of our “deep metaphysical need” (62), realising the 
contingency and transiency of political systems and world views (44, 77) together with the relativity of truth 
(84), and the separation between the political and the personal, that is, liberating private life from political 
ideologies (99). Let me quote a passage in which Rorty reflects the passing of Marxist ideology: 
 
Marxism has been the envy of all later intellectual movements because it seemed, for a moment, to 
show how to synthesize self-creation and social responsibility... On my account of ironist culture, 
such opposites can be combined in a life but not synthesized in a theory... Ironists should reconcile 
themselves to a private-public split within their final vocabularies, to the fact that resolution of doubts 
about one's final vocabulary has nothing in particular to do with attempts to save other people from 
pain and humiliation. Colligation and redescription of the little things that are important to one ... will 
not result in an understanding of anything larger than oneself, anything like "Europe" or "history." We 
should stop trying to combine self-creation and politics... (136) 
 
Moscow Square consistently focuses on the “little things” of the characters' private lives in the midst of 
major historical events. Its protagonists are all sceptics and ironists, changing the world is the last thing they 
would think of. The post-graduation banquet is a fine example of this strategy. In this scene, while Ságody 
(the smart guy, who is obviously not part of the gang) is discussing politics with the headmaster (who is also 
their history teacher), Petya prefers standing alone on the balcony. When Zsófi goes after him and asks him 
if something is wrong, he says that everything is fine, he is just “bored of the whole thing”. I also find Rorty 
phrase “liberal utopia” pertinent, as the community of the four lads is quite utopian (at least from the 
perspective of the present): their social, financial and cultural background is different, yet they are friends 
and seem to understand each other perfectly. Of course, the film also hints at the evanescence of this 
utopian community. The international train ticket forging business makes them split up, as they suspect that 
Royal rips them off. It is also telling how Petya and Kigler part ways on their journey to the West. They 
planned to go to Amsterdam (the place of liberal utopia?), yet Kigler is caught by the police for shoplifting 
in Vienna. So Petya changes course: he decides to visit Zsófi in Paris. Thus the liberal community of male 
friendship and solidarity quickly falls to pieces, the “liberal utopia” lasts only for one single spring. Yet, in 
spite of the later disappointments (or precisely because of them), the nostalgic evocation of this spring has 
become an important element of post-communist Hungarian memory- and identity-politics. 
 The ironic view and mocking detachment from ideologies of power that one witnesses in Moscow 
Square remained an important element of Hungarian identity-formations, something that not even the 
mobilizing force of polarized, sectarian party politics and its continuous propaganda could eliminate. The 
Hungarian population, of course, had plenty of opportunities to practice this critical detachment during the 
decades of the Kádár era: reading between the lines, the sarcastic interpretation of official party messages 
and manipulated news, scepticism towards the dominant ideology have been fundamental attitudes in the 
consolidated state socialism of Kádár's regime, where the System did not require belief in the dogmas of 
Marxism-Leninism from the subject, it was enough not to rebel publicly against the system, not to announce 
publicly the common sense knowledge shared even by party bureaucrats that what we are doing has 
nothing to do with building a better world. The old, Stalinist regime, guided by the principle “Who is not 
with us are against us” failed in 1956. The new, soft dictatorship of Kádár however, whose motto was 
“Who is not against is, is with us” seemed to work for decades.  This well known practice of double talk 
led to complex formations of identity, usually based on compromises and secret pacts with the ruling Party, 
identities excluding such practices of heroic masculinity as the ones that moved the events of 1956 (see 
Nadkarni 199). 
 Let me add quickly that the male roles propagated by state-socialist media did not necessarily lack 
heroism. The lads sitting under the red flags on the first of May reflect “the heroes of the workers' 
movement”, the iconic figures of communist mythology in an ironic way. Communist revolutionaries, the 
martyrs of the workers' movement, anti-fascist patisans and Stahanovist workers were all superhuman, 
mythological figures used by state propaganda as potential role models. The concept of heroism, and the 
figure of the revolutionary worker also appeared in the awards and honours given by the state: the “Hero of 
Socialist Work” was the highest  state honour from 1953 on, and in 1973 the “Hero of the Hungarian 
People's Republic” award was also established. The huge statues representing workers, partisans and 
soldiers, which  dominated many important public spaces before 1989 also propagated these heroic 
masculinities and the of course the communist ideologies embodied by them. The notorious lack of heroism 
in Hungarian cinema (outside the state-sponsored propaganda films of the 50's) may very well have to do 
something with the Party's appropriation of heroism for its own purposes. (A fine example of this 
appropriation was the paradoxical situation when the 1956 uprising was called a counter-revolution by the 
Party ideology, as the only legitimate revolution had to be the communist one.) What I wish to argue here is 
that the image of the lads relaxing and enjoying themselves under the red flags, or that of the policeman 
accepting a piece of the roll from the boys he should arrest gain their full, ironic significance in this context 
of the robust, superhuman heroes of communism. 
 Such often heard phrases as the “hero of the workers' movement” or the “Soviet forces temporarily 
staying in the country” were of course uttered by most Hungarians with irony or sarcasm, with a wink, 
rolling eyes and altered voice much before 1989. After the 1956 revolution everybody could know that this 
was a dictatorship established and kept alive by the invading Soviet army, and the hypocritical sugar-
coating of communist ideology was only meant to mask the violence fundamental to the regime. In this 
situation, when both the overwhelming strength of the Red Army and the reluctance of Western powers to 
help were obvious, the majority of the population kept a distance from heroic forms of open resistance, but 
rather made compromises and accepted the relative safety and welfare offered by the Kádár regime, 
played according to the rules, that is, learned to play one's part in the great show (Valuch 46, Gyarmati 11-
13). 
 The gradual eroding of heroic figurations and the everyday theatre of mock-socialism played a 
crucial part in the appearance of such complex aesthetic qualities as irony, sarcasm, black humour or the 
grotesque, which became dominant qualities of the new Hungarian cinema of the 2000's. Rorty's thoughts 
about ironic socialization could be of explanatory value in this context: 
 
I cannot ... claim that there could or ought to be a culture whose public rhetoric is ironist. I cannot 
imagine a culture which socialized its youth in such' a way as to make them continually dubious about 
their own process of socialization. Irony seems inherently a private matter. On my definition, an 
ironist cannot get along without the contrast between the final vocabulary she inherited and the one 
she is trying to create for herself. Irony is, if not intrinsically resentful, at least reactive. Ironists have 
to have something to have doubts about, something from which to be alienated. (103-104) 
 
For better or worse, Eastern European societies may have accomplished something that even a liberal 
utopia could not accommodate: I would argue that the tacit consensual system of lies of the Kádár regime 
can be regarded as a culture which – willingly or not – “socialized its youth in such' a way as to make them 
continually dubious about their own process of socialization” (103). As the example of such humorists od 
the state-socialist period as Géza Hofi show, irony and a playful criticism of the system were integral parts 
of Kádár's regime. Hofi's jokes and shows were extremely popular in the Kádár era, and many people 
regarded him as a brave man, who (in witty allusions and euphemisms) dared to speak about the 
discrepancies between the sublime official ideology and the miserable lived reality of the citizens. Hofi, who 
undoubtedly ventillated the frustrations of millions and thus made life much more tolerable, often joked 
about being watched and overheard by the secret service. It turned out only after the regime change that he 
was also a member of that organisation... This role-play and participation in a world of lies redoubled 
identity, and created a creative, critical distance between people and the public roles they played. (As a 
well known joke about work and wages in state socialism ran, “We pretend to work, and they pretend to 
pay us.”) The effects of these processes can be discerned in the identity-formations of post-communist 
Hungarian cinema as well. In Török's films this does not really lead to tragic inner disunity, most of his 
characters simply do not care and simply walk out of compromising situations with a shrug. They already 
practise what Bodor (Lajos Őze) only preaches about after a few drinks in Péter Gothár's Time Stands 
Still (Megáll az idő, 1981), that “I do not give a shit even about shit”... 
 There is something else in Moscow Square's identities and behaviours that clearly distinguish them 
from Rorty's ironics. For Rorty (similarly to Nietzsche, Heidegger, Wittgenstein and Derrida) irony is a 
result of one's knowledge of historical changes: when the ironic looks at the coming and going of empires, 
ideologies and political formations, one understands the contingency of one's own opinions, and thus does 
not attempt to reach any transhistorical, metaphysical Truth, but treats all ideologies and opinions ironically 
(Rorty 9). In other words, it is the knowledge of history that cures the ironic out of one's “deep 
metaphysical need” (46). As opposed to this, in my opinion only the film Moscow Square has this reflexive 
historical perspective, its characters don't. I would argue that when the lads are relaxing on Szabadság 
bridge (the bridge of freedom) while the Danube flows beneath them, only the spectator may notice in this a 
visual metaphor of the transient nature of political systems: the lads only enjoy the beautiful morning, the 
sunshine and their breakfast. In this sense the film presents formations of identity that Heidegger and Rorty 
could not even dream of. The lads reveal that history is not only there to know and reflect and learn from, 
but also to forget, or (even better) to ignore simply. This is what most of Petya's classmates do. Royal does 
not know who is Imre Nagy (that everybody talks about on TV), one of the girls that the boys sometimes 
hang out with does not know who was Lajos the Great (a medieval Hungarian king, one of the topics at the 
finals), Petya does not understand Zsófi's reference to the Parisian celebration of the 200 years anniversary 
of the Revolution, and of course he also does not know what is the Sorbonne (where Zsófi is going to 
study). 
 “But then, what happens to man?” –  the late Heidegger would ask. 
 “Nothing” – says Petya. This “nothing”, however, characterises rather the times after the regime 
change, the times when the spring of 1989 is already the sunny object of nostalgia. 
 
Masculinity and social space  
 
If one takes a closer look at the constructions of masculinity in Moscow Square, all the sentences, gestures, 
events, practices and images constituting these, one realises that the film's protagonists are not only 
outsiders from the point of view of the grand narratives of History, but also marginalised socially. Petya and 
his friends live on the margins of the social order, they belong to a counter-culture hostile to socially 
dominant values and attitudes. They live in a “disorderly” way even when the state-socialist system is at 
work. The opening sequence of the film, in which the lads visit several parties in the neighbourhood (where 
they were not invited) can be interpreted as an allegorical representation of this approach to society. Petya 
and his friends fish in troubled waters, and rip off others without hesitation: they get into parties of people 
they don't know, where they eat and drink up everything they can (they pack the toppings of several 
sandwiches onto one piece of bread and devour it that way, they drink from bottles that they pick up from 
in front of others, they grab an unopened bottle of Ballantines before leaving, but sometimes they steal as 
well). Petya usually does not participate in these mischiefs, he rather watches his friends from a distance 
with a forgiving, ironic smile (and if he happens to bump into Zsófi at a party they are just crashing, he 
denies his friends without a flinch).  
 The party crasher scenes, may remind the post-communist viewer of the characteristic attitudes of 
the early 1990's, the “times of social anomie”(Varga „A fel nem ismerhető ország” 297): they may recall the 
carpet baggers of early (“jungle-”) capitalism, the new entrepreneurs exploiting legal loopholes, the new 
rich of former communist party leaders, or the new cast of the criminal underworld (with close connections 
to politicians and businessmen) – all those characters and attitudes of 1990's early capitalism that 
Hungarian society had to (or should have had to) get rid of on its long and bumpy road towards a modern, 
democratic constitutional state. It seems as if the sudden collapse of the ideological fallacy of state-
socialism had not only liberated people from mendacious political ideologies and historical consciousness, 
but had also relativized moral order. The boys' behaviour can be clearly related to the above mentioned 
redoubling of social norms before 1989, the compromises of which had undermined clear value systems, 
the internalization of idealized roles and attitudes, the basic trust essential to the healthy life of any society. 
In this situation the film's protagonists seem to enjoy breaking down former borders, without judgement or 
moralizing (Varga 297). 
 Thus, the breaking up of historical consciousness and the ideological world order also brought 
about moral disorientation, yet – as opposed to such later films of Török as Season (Szezon, 2004) and 
Apaches (Apacsok, 2010) – in Moscow Square this is not depicted in dark tones. One may feel this 
disorientation mostly in Petya. He says there is “nothing” going on with him, and his (physical and 
metaphorical) journeys do not take him anywhere either: he goes to Paris only to return the next day, he 
crashes the car he got for his graduation and repairs it from the money he makes with the train ticket 
business (thus he arrives to where he started financially as well). The plastic cup rolling up and down on the 
pavement in the morning breeze that he keeps watching after a party definitely stands for his state in the 
world. As opposed to most later films of new Hungarian cinema, this disorientation does not lead to 
humiliation (as in Season), fishing in troubled waters does not involve the threat of financial, social or moral 
breakdown (as for the main characters of Török's Overnight (2007) or Apaches), and the narrative does 
not end tragically (as in several films of such other directors of the same generation as Mundruczó, Pálfi or 
Fliegauf). 
 In Moscow Square authority figures have lost their former powers, and are represented with irony. 
There is no point of view, no character in the film whose criticism of the boys' behaviour the spectator 
could take seriously. The policeman accepts a piece of the roll, the school's headmistress is a hypocritical 
poseur, the class's headmaster criticises and corrupts the hypocritical system, and the night guard of Gellért 
bath even switches on the waves for some money from the lads who climbed through the fences at night. 
Thus, in the film licentiousness appears as the teenage experience of freedom and joy: the music-video-like 
editing and dynamic music accompanying these scenes turn these pranks into something liberating and 
amusing. 
 The lads' free floating between political and value-systems, as well as the suspension of history and 
morality indicate that the regime change can be regarded as a kind of ideological or epistemological break. 
Here I recycle the term coupure épistémologique from French philosophy so as to refer to a situation in 
which the fundamental ideological structure of a whole society changes in a relatively short period of time. It 
is a situation in which the basic vocabulary with which a sióociety describes the world shifts (to use one of 
Rorty's favourite metaphors). It is a dramatic transformation in which the meaning of human life changes, 
together with the most preferred behaviour patterns. In Bachelard's work an epistemological break (he 
uses the word rupture) refers to a radical shift in the order of human knowledge in which (for example) a 
new scientific discovery rewrites the conventional patterns of common opinions. Because of the shift, the 
old view of the world suddenly seems ideologically motivated (Fraser xvii-xviii; Foucault 4). In Foucault's 
work, as famously theorised in his introduction to The Archaeology of Knowledge, a coupure 
épistémologique marks a breaking point in history (that he sees as necessarily discontinuous), an 
epistemological shift that does not only change scientific and ideological views, but also has material and 
institutional consequences: basically it rewrites the working and thinking of a whole society (Foucault, 4-22; 
Webb 12.) In the late 20th century the related works of Bachelard, Foucault, Althusser and Badiou led to 
an interest in such radical transformations of the orders of knowledge. I would argue that the Eastern 
European regime change can be regarded as an epistemological break in the above specific sense. 
 The film Moscow Square suggests that such historical breaking-points or discontinuities do not only 
lead to disorientation, anxiety or the temporary suspension of moral judgements: such events may also entail 
an experience of liberation, an ironic play of perspectives, or even result in expressly humorous situations. It 
can definitely be funny if something that used to be fearful or threatening is not so any more, or if we can 
finally openly say what used to be taboo. In this sense the film's comic elements, or its light, ironic approach 
may be closely linked with its socio-historical context. This may also be one of the reasons why Moscow 
Square is still so popular in Hungary: it shows the bright side of what could be experienced as traumatic 
too, it reveals the humorous and liberating aspect of the loss of grand narratives, of the loss of pre-
determined goals of human life, of changing a dogmatic world view to a relativistic one – all those aspects 
of the regime change that proved to cause much anxiety in the later decades (see: Ferge). 
 This play of perspectives relativizing knowledge, values and attitudes can be recognised as the 
organising principle of several key scenes of the film. The graduation ceremony, for example, places several 
perspectives (and attitudes, linguistic registers, ways of relating to state power) next to each other. We see 
and hear the headmistress of the school, making her speech (in the final exams scene she is composed in 
one frame with the state-socialist coat of arms over her head), standing on a stage, making her speech of 
corny commonplaces with an insincere smile. In front of her, there are the (ex-)students standing in 
uniforms, who are clearly not very touched by her words: the boys are teasing the girls, and of course 
comment sarcastically on the lofty phrases of the official speech. (“...will gild your elderly days” – finishes 
the headmistress one of her clichéd sentences, when Kigler comments “May it gild your rectum, you 
cow...”) The two poles represent the conflict of old and new, adult and teenager, but also a demagogue-
ideological language (-game) and an ironical-playful one. The class's headmaster stands between them, 
trying to make pragmatic compromises between the two worlds (“Kids, please try to keep silent for a 
minute!”), and tries to listen to the speech with an interested, enthusiastic face (that is, to act according to 
the official script of the play), yet at the extremely kitschy phrases he keeps nervously adjusting his 
spectacles. Meanwhile, in the background we can see Kigler's father, a used car salesman, the 
representative of the new entrepreneur class, trying to persuade Boci Mama to buy an old Soviet-made 
Lada in dubious technical conditions (“It was a taxi, but it's neat!”) 
 The lads are active players in this dislocated, ever-moving coordinate-system. The film's 
protagonists are all men, as in ninety percent of Hungarian auteur films, however, as opposed to those, they 
are active: they ridicule what they dislike, and use all the opportunities, exploit all the blind spots of the 
System that they can. They practice the tactics of resistance in the sense Michel de Certeau defined the 
term, similarly to the main characters of Kontroll (Nimród Antal, 2003): they lack a territory of their own, a 
fixed position or strategy, they play in a field alien to them, on the margins, in the cracks of the system. They 
improvize, find the loopholes, or turn the rules of the system against it (Certeau 62). The images of the night 
bathing scene are quite expressive in this respect: the camera is turned to the side, there is dynamic music 
accompanying the sight of the lads enjoying themselves in the waves: they are the surfers of a world tilted 
over, jumping from one wave to the next, as chances offer. This play of perspectives and relativism is a key 
part of the lads' identities, which is often expressed through their spatial arrangements, framing and 
movements. These movements are often transgressive: the lads enter other people's private spaces, climb 
through fences and walls, visit the Gellért bath after closing time, and travel abroad with counterfeit train 
tickets. It is quite typical and telling that Petya and Kigler are already sitting on the train when they start 
filling in the blank tickets. They decide where to go only in the very last instant. 
 Thus, these are transgressive, ironic and playful masculinities shaking off metaphysical and 
ideological master-narratives. Petya, however, has a unique position even within this company of friends: he 
seems to be somewhat detached even from this community detached from mainstream society. He is silent, 
and frequently draws aside during the events. While the others are crashing a party, he keeps standing at 
the railing of the balcony, quietly contemplating. This seems to be his favourite position: after the post-
graduation banquette we find him alone on the balcony again; in Vienna he keeps watching Kigler's 
shoplifting from the street, through the shop-window; on the train we can watch him leaning out of the 
window, looking into the distance; and we find him in the open balcony door of Zsófi's apartment in Paris 
after they made love. This seems to be a solitary, sensitive, contemplative position, undoubtedly the heir to 
numerous literary and filmic artist figures. We learn that he lives with his grandmother, Boci Mama, because 
his mother has died, and his father has left them. He is deserted, motherless, an orphan – a characteristic 
motif of Eastern European cinemas (see: Parvulescu), which is often employed as a figure of social 
alienation, marginalization and trauma at least since 19th century fiction. Petya, however, is not a tragic 
figure: his contemplative, detached and ironic practice of watching the world from the margins naturally 
avoids dramatic outcomes, and is rather connected with circular movements  (Sághy 235-236). Petya and 
the film return to where they started, to Moscow Square, watching the coming and going of people and the 
passing of time from an overhead perspective. In the opening shot it is the big clock above the lads, in the 
closing shot it is the slowly descending evening that marks time and the calm constancy of contemplation. In 
this film about changing times it is this detached contemplation and this circularity that safeguards us from 
anxiety or distressful disorientation. In the circular plot-line of Moscow Square there is no ultimate goal, or 
glorious result, no teleological story-telling, no heroic action motivated by the desire to reach a fantasy-
object. The fact that Petya successfully finishes his secondary school exams is no big deal in the film, 
similarly to his becoming eighteen or losing his virginity. The fulfilment of love in Paris has a role quite 
different than what we are used to in genre cinema: Petya does not fall asleep in Zsófi's arms, does not stay 
with her in Paris, but rather returns to his well-known position in the balcony door. “At such times Alain 
Delon would have surely lit a cigarette. However, I was trying to call my grandmother on the phone. I was 
a loser, without doubt. The headmaster was right.” – he comments on the events. Then he packs his things 
and goes back home. He does not wake up Zsófi, he does not leave a message: he only leaves the little 
green glass pyramid on the table, the memento from the history finals. (He told Zsófi that if she looks 
through the pyramid, she will pick the question of Egypt, an easy one from the beginning. She looked 
through it and she did pick Egypt.) 
 His reference to Alain Delon creates an obvious contrast between Eastern European masculinities 
and the goal- and action-oriented, heroic, sexually confident and successful Western (cinematic) 
formations. Moscow Square, similarly to its protagonist, keeps a distance from big, words, highly rhetorical 
roles and dramatic situations. Petya draws well, but he is not an Artist; he graduated from a good 
secondary grammar school, but he is not a genius; he takes part in the train ticket counterfeiting business, 
yet he does not become Rich; he spent a night with Zsófi, but he is not a Playboy or Heartbreaker (like 
Delon's many characters). He is more concerned about his grandmother than with his sexual success or 




From all the films of the directors belonging to “new Hungarian cinema” Moscow Square is the only one 
that can be associated with post-communist (or post-socialist) nostalgia. It would be hard to miss this 
nostalgic tone, as the very first sentences of Petya's narration refer to such nostalgic memory-objects of late 
the 80's and early 90's as the so-called West Coast boots (that not only the “chicks dug”, as Petya says, 
but were worn by all the guys in another class of my secondary school, significantly the same guys that 
were into chemically aided body-building, another “Western” chic). Moscow Square keeps evoking these 
by now nostalgic objects of the material culture of the time: hamburger with Hungarian mixed pickles 
(csalamádé), the furniture and everyday objects in Petya's grandmother's apartment, Pajtás canteen at the 
housing estate, the ornaments and choreography of their graduation ceremony, the red Lada, Ságodi's toy 
Sputnik rocket, but even Moscow Square itself can be regarded as a place establishing an aesthetized, 
beautified, sensuous, nostalgic relation with the past, calling for remembering. 
 Considered from the point of view of Svetlana Boym's basic distinction between restorative and 
reflective nostalgia, Moscow Square definitely belongs to the latter category (Boym xviii). It depicts the 
material, object-culture of those times with great care and authenticity, with a forgiving, ironic smile, yet it 
does not create a naive fairy tale world (as Made in Hungária), it retains some reflective distance between 
the present-day narrative point of view and the past sunny days of youth. There are several similarities 
between the typical nostalgic attitude (as described by Boym) and the film. For example, Boym sees 
nostalgia as “a yearning for a different time – the time of our childhood... In a broader sense, nostalgia is 
rebellion against the modern idea of time, the time of history and progress” (xv). This “rebellion against 
history and progress”, as we have seen above, is a key feature of the protagonists' identities, but is may 
also have to do something with the film's circular narrative patterns. However, it is important to recognise 
that Moscow Square is not necessarily nostalgic about the era of state-socialism (as Made in Hungária or 
Dollybirds), but rather about the time of the epistemological break between two worlds, that no man's land 
of new hopes and freedom. It idealizes the timelessness of that particular moment in history when as a result 
of some dramatic historical events the ideological grand narrative of History was suspended. 
 The youngsters of Moscow Square are innocent in this respect: untouched by history. They do not 
know what this whole thing is about, what is at stake, what Historical Consciousness or the Spirit of the 
Times could expect from them. Thus they have no moral responsibility either. They are coming of age in a 
disjointed time, in the moment of innocence. Similarly to the (imaginary) philosophical heroes of another 
great ironic thinker, Nietzsche, they accept what they see for what it appears to be, they do not need the 
ordinary events of life to be parts of a larger, sublime totality. Life in Moscow Square does not have to 
make (some larger than life) Sense. The lads accept the world as it is, and it does not disturb them if life 
lacks any kind of metaphysical foundation or Turth. In fact, they find the search for such fundamentals 
tiresome (as Petya's habitual distancing from big conversations about politics or history clearly shows). This 
affirmative, anti-metaphysical attitude can recall Nietzsce's concept of the innocence of becoming, but also 
the early Derrida's concept of non-metaphysical play. In “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of 
Human Sciences” (which was also published in Hungarian in 1994) he writes: “.. the Nietzschean 
affirmation, that is the joyous affirmation of the play of the world and of the innocence of becoming, the 
affirmation of a world of signs without fault, without truth, and without origin... This affirmation then 
determines the noncenter otherwise than as loss of the center. And it plays without security.” (Derrida 
121)”. Derrida, as Moscow Square, contrasts this playfulness with History and the metaphysics of 
presence: “Besides the tension between play and history, there is also the tension between play and 
presence. Play is the disruption of Presence.” (121)”. 
 In Moscow Square the price of this innocence and affirmative, easy-going attitude is ignorance, 
which makes one wonder whether it is precisely the ignorance of 1989 that the film is nostalgic about. In 
1989 Hungarians had no idea whatever what “existing capitalism” is really like (Sághy 238). Hungarian 
post-communist sociology seems to treat it as a fact that the regime change, at least in the short run, had 
much more losers than winners (Ferge, Valuch 15). Without doubt, the Kádár regime established its power 
with the bloody retaliations following the defeat of the 1956 uprising, deprived its subjects from their basic 
human rights, and consistently marginalised its opponents socially and economically. However, when 
regarded in the context of Hungary's 20th century history, it had a major advantage: it brought several 
decades of peace and stability, a “recovery period” – so as to use the expression of György Gyarmati (7) – 
into the life of a society that was in painful need of that. As Gyarmati shows, before the Kádár era there 
was not a single generation in 20th century Hungary that could live its life without experiencing serious 
historical traumas, thus there was no recovery period for Hungarian society (9). Contemporary Hungarian 
social reports indicate that though people have no intention to bring back state-socialism at all (as is clearly 
shown by the almost non-existent support of the Hungarian Worker's Party), a large percentage of post-
communist Hungarians share nostalgic feelings about state-socialism (Nadkarni). 
 Another crucial aspect of this nostalgia is the loss of orientation that “existing capitalism” brought 
about. Ironically, the coherence of the Kádár era's average citizen's world view and value system was not 
so much guaranteed by the official communist ideology (that was only the consensual lie, pure theatre): the 
shared belief in a better, “normal” world on the western side of the iron curtain was incomparably more 
important for that coherence. In other words, for Eastern European subjects before 1989 the idealised 
image of the West was a fantasy that made value systems stable and life more bearable. One's possibilities 
in life may have been limited by the System, but at least one knew that there was a better world, and one 
could dream about once living in that world. Obviously, after 1989, with the lived reality of “existing 
capitalism” this illusion was quickly shattered, which led to large-scale disorientation, disillusionment, and 
the loss of stable value-systems (Nadkarni 196). I agree with Maya Nadkarni, who argues that post-
communist nostalgia tells much more about issues of contemporary identity-politics, the disorientation felt in 
21st century global capitalism, than about state-socialism itself (192). Following this logic one understands 
that our contemporary “existing capitalism” seeks a similar kind of point of orientation in a distanced, 
idealized, apolitical view of the Kádár era as the subjects of “existing socialism” had sought in the fantasy of 
the West. This may very well be one reason why the superposition of Petya's coming of age and the regime 
change works so well in Moscow Square: one can easily interpret 1989 and the years following it as a 
“collective coming of age, in which the demise of paternal authority brought about a painful but necessary 
loss of innocence” (Nadkarni 199). This also explains one of the paradoxes of post-communist nostalgia, 
namely that it turns towards the object-culture of the Kádár-era with a very similar kind of fetishism as that 
era turned towards objects from the West (West Coast boots, Porsche and Ballantines in Moscow Square, 
Coca Cola in Time Stands Still, or rock and roll vinyl records in Made in Hungária). Moscow Square is 
set in that (by now almost mythical) time between two historical epochs in which both longings and 
fetishisms can be exciting and lovable: Petya's red Lada as well as Kigler's white Porsche. 
 Nostalgia, of course, as Petya's case also makes clear, does not produce active heroic men, but 
rather ones with a distant look, men detached from and sceptical about the present. In this constellation of 
masculinity the main goal or value is not the achievement of outstanding deeds, especially as those doing the 
great deeds, historical and political figures, have been thoroughly discredited. In this mixture of nostalgia 
and irony the most decisive values are rather personal autonomy, the freedom of opinion and story-telling. 
Reflective nostalgia stabilizes value systems with the playful fantasy of another,  valuable time, it distances 
the subject from the ups and downs of present-day identity games, while ironic story-telling, witty 
commenting on events from the distance may create the feeling of personal autonomy. This pattern may 
remind one of the routines of the Kádár-era as well, of an escapist attitude fleeing from the dangerous and 
confusing labyrinth of power and politics into the personal sphere, an identity only distinguished from that of 
a simple loser by the feeling of superiority offered by distanced, witty irony. Thus, the aim of reflected, 
ironic nostalgia is not mobilization or action in the social sphere, but rather the detachment of identity from 
the present and the public sphere. This solution may not allow one to be like Alain Delon or a great 
historical figure like Lajos the Great, but it allows one to keep some critical distance from the idealized and 
much-promoted patterns of the dominant, “mainstream” culture. Petya's narrative, which views and 
comments on events from the margins, allows one the chance to contemplate the comings and goings of 
social and political formations, and (quite importantly) it allows one to decorate the superhuman tableau of 
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